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Japanese Bioethics and the Problem of Enhancement
Tukao Takahashi
Summary
There are two possible situations in which bioethics discussions take
place; pressing and non-pressing situations. The framework of
enhancement discussions seems to appear in the latter case where there is
adequate time for careful discussion. Here, I will highlight some schemes
of enhancement discussions and glance at its future outlook.
Enhancement debates can be characterized by (a) sufficient time for
discussions, and (b) close connections with fundamental concepts such as
"treatment," "autonomy," "happiness," and "liberty" presumed in
medicine and ethics. Therefore, ethicists' logic will be called into
question. Finally, I will propose an argument based upon the idea of the
ambiguity of life, which seems to be compatible with Japanese culture
and thoughts.
Preface
Japanese researchers began participating in bieoethics discussions in
the order of jurists, medical scientists and ethicists(I). This paper will
limit the discussion to enhancement, which only began recently in Japan,
and examine the framework of such discussions. Since researchers argue
from different positions, the arguments are varied and complex.
1. Structuring using Reflective Equilibrium
I focused on the concept of Reflective Equilibrium proposed by John
Rawls in A Theory of Justice (1971). There are several different versions
of this model but to sum it up, it is a method of arriving at concrete
principles through equilibrating the fundamental ethical concepts,
intermediate principles, and considered judgments and moral sentiments,
rather than choosing one as absolute. This method is neither a top-down
method, which assumes fundamental ethical concepts and fundamental
principles to be valid and applies them to problematic situations seeking
solutions, nor is it a bottom-up method which assumes considered
judgments and intuitions to be undeniable and deriving laws or guidelines
from them. Rather, it seeks to incorporate the two. This is a coherence
theory in terms of equilibrium, for it seeks cohesiveness among
fundamental ethical concepts, intermediate principles, and considered
judgments and moral sentiments, and lays out ethical principles.
In this paper, the reflective equilibrium model is applied not only to
arrive at equilibrium as seen in A Theory of Justice (1971), but also to
structure arguments. The latter is a modification to Rawls' usage. In other
words, rather than reaching an equilibrium within an individual by
examining those three levels, this method is used to objectively structure
discussions among multiple individuals also(2). The model of reflective
equilibrium is popular among Japanese ethicists, but, unfortunately, there
are many difficulties for it to be practically useful or to obtain equilibrium.
Not limited to Japan, committees debating over possible laws or
guidelines have a limited amount of time. Japanese committees tend to be
bottom-up, since thorough discussions on fundamental ethical concepts
are often lacking. This approach differs greatly from that of Germany or
France where committees foster such discussions. Though where there is
adequate amount of time, in Japan, discussions over fundamental
concepts at a higher level can be had, based on what is intuitively thought
to be right by committee members. However, because these often are
subjective and are based on personal beliefs, reaching a consensus at this
level is usually very difficult.
In my essay (cf.notel) I tried to analyze the structure of the
Subcommittee of Human Embryo Research, and I found that its approach
shows the bottom-up tendency. Below is a brief analysis of the interim
report of the Subcommittee of Human Embryo Research released in 2000.
From that report we can derive such principles as :
(A) Respect for Human Dignity
• Prohibition against dealing with (e.g. selling, purchasing, killing, etc.)
the life of a human being (e.g. embryo, stem cell, etc.).
• Prohibition against impairing the identity of the human species, e.g. by
making or producing a hybrid species.
(B) Safety
• For the time being, prohibition on human embryonic stem cell clinical
research
(C) Donor Rights
• Necessity of Informed Consent in the case of donation of fertilized eggs
• Protection of donor privacy
(D) Right to Research
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(E) Usefulness of Research
(F) Disclosure of Research Information
According to that interim report and the minutes of the committee, the
moral status of a human embryo is not discussed but only presupposed to
lie between that of a "thing" and a human being. No further details are
discussed. It follows that we are pemiitted to utilize embryos if we have a
sufficient reason to do so. In both the interim and the final reports, it is
stated that only unused embryos can be utilized.
Respect for human dignity is considered to be an extremely important
principle. We can interpret what this principle means (as stated above),
though here also its meaning is not argued, but only presupposed.
Generally speaking, very few ethicists participate in the committees,
and the meanings of key ethical concepts, or the relationships among
them, has been scarcely discussed. The fundamental basis of the
committee' s argument has more to do with the up-to-date knowledge of
sciences, existing laws, present situations in other countries, and implicit
moral sense of the committee members.
2. Enhancement debate in Japan
( 1 ) The Four Principles of Beauchamp & Childress and Reflective
Equilibrium
The definition of enhancement varies among researchers but many
understand it as 'interventions beyond therapy.' However, because the
concept of therapy itself is ambiguous and its extension differs depending
on societies or time in history, the meaning of enhancement, in turn,
remains vague.
As stated above, philosophers, rather than medical researchers or
jurists, take a leading part in enhancement debate because, concerning
that problems, only a few existing laws or court precedents are present,
and because it does not involve a doctor being compelled to make a
treatment decision for a patient.
This is similar to the debate on human cloning which took place a
decade ago. In addition to arguments about safety and social convention,
references were made to the concept of human dignity to criticize human
cloning. Though human dignity, similar to social convention, is a vague
concept, it is a new bioethical principle in that it is applicable to cases
where traditional bioethics principles may have difficulties. However, in
the formulation process of laws regulating human cloning, such principles
were not adequately discussed within ethical committees.
Philosophers and ethicists should display their abilities in such
instances, or their positions in bioethics would be jeopardized. Jurists and
biological scientists were valued more in practical discussions. It is due
to delayed participation of philosophers and ethicists in bioethical debates
and for their abstract arguments.
As said above, enhancement debates can be characterized by (a) sufficient
time for discussions, and (b) close connections with fundamental concepts
such as"treatment," "autonomy," "happiness,"and "liberty'presumed in
medicine and ethics. Therefore, ethicists' raison d'etre will be called into
question.
The same can be said about emergent neuroethics. It includes both
"Neuroscience of ethics" and "Ethics of neuroscience." The former is
related to the modification of the fundamental ethical presumptions (e.g.,
concepts of liberty, acts, self-determination, and responsibilities), while
the latter is related to the ethical problems caused by the application of
neuroscience. Neuroethics is a suitable area of research for philosophers
and ethicists, and thus many of them are expected to participate in the
debates.
Practical manuals and guidelines, rather than abstract discussions, are
needed in such clinical settings as making decisions about medical
treatment. The four principles (respect for autonomy, non-maleficence,
beneficence, and justice) proposed by T. L. Beauchamp & J. F. Childress
in Principles of Biomedical Ethics (Oxford University Press, First edition,
1979), have been, to a certain degree, effective in developing concrete
manuals. Historically speaking, these four principles summarized the
generally accepted norms seen in American traditions, and low-order
principles, such as informed consent, corresponded to ethical intuitions
and decisions seen in clinical settings of the time. Thus, these four
principles and the low-order principles can be said to be abstractions
acquived through the reflective equilibrium method.
Beauchamp and Childress examined more fundamental principles and
concepts aside from these four principles. For example, Kantian
conception and Mill' s conception of autonomy underlie the principle of
respect for autonomy. The former is a deontological position and the latter
is sharply contrasting consequentialism. Because it is difficult to arrive at
a consensus between these levels, they refrained from addressing anything
more than the four intermediate principles. The question of what acts are
autonomous often depends on the concept of autonomy, but they did not
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take particular positions but turned it over to the public to decide.
Philosophical discussions are held and references to past philosophers
are made to resolve conflicting principles. Examinations at the
fundamental level are often not welcome, for in bioethics, manuals are
hastily sought in such cases. Because they tend to be at the level where
reaching a consensus is difficult, they are often dismissed. For example,
with regard to the question of the withdrawal of treatment in end-of-life
care, formulation of guidelines and manuals was done hurriedly in Japan
and no deep discussions on these interrelated principles (i.e., principles of
respect for autonomy, non-malfeasance, and beneficence) were held.
Detailed examination of principles and concepts at a fundamental level
will be performed, and grounds of arguments at this level would be called
into question. Thus, it makes sense to sort out arguments using the
reflective equilibrium model. Also, dialogue about enhancement will
enable bioethics to be the foundation of deriving new fundamental ethical
principles and intermediate principles, and not simply an application of
ethical theories.
( 2 ) Enhancement debate in Japan and its characteristics^)
The enhancement debate in Japan has attracted much attention in the
last few years. Specifically, "designer-babies," "doping," Prozac and
Ritalin have been central topics of debate. Prozac and Ritalin appeared
relatively late in the early discussions of enhancement but today, they are
among the most important topics due to the emergence of Neuroethics.
Though Ritalin has been attracting media attention in Japan, it is not in
the context of enhancement debate. It is prescribed mainly for treating
depression and narcolepsy but its use is not limited to clinical uses. It' s
also abused as an "upper" (because of its negative side effects e.g.,
hallucinations and delusions) and as a diet pill. However, there is a shift
away from such uses. Aside from debates among ethicists, Ritalin' s
potential effects on learning have not yet attracted much media attention.
Ethicists have also begun discussions about human cyborgs, but only a
few TV programs on this topic are available, possibly due to the lack of
significant progress in its technology.
Enhancement debates in Japan only began recently. They do not focus
on specific topics but are more general, on the significant implications for
human beings, societies, medicine and ethics. This is because their
usefulness is regarded as low and because the debate chiefly are made by
philosophers and ethicists.
The 16th Annual Japan Association of Bioethics Conference (2004)
was probably the first to take up "ethical issues of biomedical
enhancement "as a workshop at an academic conference. The definition of
enhancement, its classifications and case examples were first presented,
and fundamental concepts (e.g., therapy, human dignity, autonomy, and
goodness) were discussed. Difficulties in using human dignity as a basis
for criticizing the use of enhancement technologies highlighted the fact
that enhancement debate involves inveterate issues/problems.
For Prozac, its pros and cons, as well as related concepts such as self,
autonomy, and happiness were examined. The importance of sympathy
(i.e., sharing the sense of pain with others) and a sense of solidarity based
on sympathy were also pointed out.
Two years later at the 18th Annual Japan Association for Bioethics
Conference (2006), an enhancement symposium was once again held.
There, the nature of life aspired to fulfill desires and to self-actualize by
achieving knowledge, arts and artificial environments as armors and
because enhancement is already rooted here, it cannot be renounced
wholly. It was argued that the use of enhancement technologies can only
be restricted based on protection of communities and medical or
economic grounds. In addition views that enhancement corresponds to the
dynamics of science, economics, and education, and that enhancement
may destroy the foundations of solidarity and equality, were presented.
At the same time, the need to derive the meaning of enhancement, from
the usage of its concept was discussed.
The same topics were addressed at the 19th Annual Japan Association
for Bioethics Conference (2007). Brain enhancement using SSRI
(selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors) such as Prozac, and enhancement
resulting from applications of genetic technologies were addressed as
central issues of neuroethics.
Jim Matsuda' s Development of Gene Technology and the Future of
Human Beings (2005) is frequently cited on enhancement debates, chiefly
from German bioethics' perspective. He criticizes enhancement on the
grounds that it jeopardizes social solidarity by violating physical
vulnerability and fragility (i.e., human frailties) which has been the
mainstay of human societies. Matsuda and his colleagues are very active
in enhancement debates. For example, they have organized lectures on
enhancement by German researchers. He has also recently published a
Japanese translation of a German controversy on enhancement.
The following, interconnected, features are seen in Japanese
enhancement debate.
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(a) Emphasis on the Description, Organization and Criticism of
enhancement debates in other countries. After presenting details about
debates in other nations, authors comment on them. Their remarks arc
usually modifications of the debates but often manifest their own moral
intuitions. Not many Japanese researchers are willing to bring forth the
right to self-determination as done by American proponents, who stress
the importance of respecting that right at the moral intuition level. The
right to self-determination is not a trump in Japanese ethics, bioethics or
law.
(b) Re-examination of fundamental concepts is more frequent than
applications of existing principles. For example, the distinction between
what is considered as therapy and what is not, is thought to be a useful
perspective in enhancement debates. However, the concept of therapy
itself is vague, and because many treatments are often classified as such,
re-examination of the concept is often suggested. Reexamination of other
fundamental concepts such as self, autonomy, happiness, and goodness,
are also stressed because, in enhancement debates, reviewing the scheme
of thoughts and fundamental principles are of primary importance, rather
than resolving issues through application of traditional principles. This is
deeply related to the fact that philosophical dialogue is valued in
enhancement debate.
(c) A framework similar to that of Reflective Equilibrium is also
observed.
For example, rather than applications of intermediate principles (i.e.,
respect for autonomy, harm avoidance, and justice) which closely
resemble traditional bioethical principles, issues are dealt by deriving
principles from more fundamental moral intuitions. Conclusions resulting
from the examination of fundamental principles and concepts are then
considered in the light of such moral intuitions. This framework of a
wide reflective equilibrium model encompassing fundamental principles,
appears to be present. Acknowledging this type of framework would
certainly prompt reconsiderations of moral intuitions and construction of
a coherent system of bioethics.
(d) Characteristics of Japanese cultures and thoughts as moral
intuitions are implicitly manifested.
Enhancement debate in Japan sometimes bases its arguments on
German debates. In such cases, a "weak and vulnerable self", supporting
solidarity, is emphasized rather than a "free and rights-possessing
autonomous strong self." However, this does not mean fundamental
principles are directly imported from Germany, just as we have imported
intermediate principles from American bioethics. Instead, there are
similarities between deep-rooted Japanese moral intuitions emphasizing
community and harmony among relationships, and that of Germany. This
is evident from arguments emphasizing solidarity without referring to
German ethics. Nonetheless, it is difficult to emulate German debates
because Japan and Germany differ greatly on the concepts of reason,
intuition, tradition and customs.
3. Enhancement debate compatible with Japanese culture and
thoughts
( 1 ) Two types of reason, value as endurance, sympathy and life
It seems possible to roughly speculate on the course of enhancement
debate in Japan by reflecting on Japanese bioethical debates.
Current principles found in Japanese bioethics are mentioned above,
those included in the interim report by the Japanese Human Embryo
Research Committee, and those resulting from deliberations on human
cloning. Among them, the "do no harm" principle and questions about
safety, provide certain restrictions on the use of enhancement
technologies. However, a dominant view holds, that the use of the
technologies should not be permitted even when safety is guaranteed.
Informed consents and transparency are necessary conditions for
justification of their use and are important in terms of guidelines, but for
the current discussion, they do not appear to be of such importance. The
principle of justice or the fear of furthering discrimination may be the
grounds for arguing against the use of enhancement technologies.
However, in defense, it can also be said that they may work to eliminate
discrimination. The principle of respect for autonomy, freedom to conduct
research, and their utility may be asserted in favor of the technology but at
the same time, questions have been raised about the possible loss of
authentic autonomy and its actual use to the society. The social
convention argument is too vague and it requires detailed explanations.
The principle of human dignity has been, somewhat, effective in cases
where the four principles (by Beanchamp and Childress) are inapplicable,
but unfortunately in enhancement debate, it is a double-edged sword.
More specifically, various principles in past enhancement debates may
either be, necessary conditions to justify their use, or they appear in
arguments both for and against the use of enhancement technologies
depending on how they are interpreted. Also, although it is important to
discuss pros and cons of each case, further discussion into fundamental
concepts underlying that reasoning is of greater necessity.
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Thus, to agree or disagree with the use of enhancement technologies or
simply to justify their use based on concrete situations, what is needed is
the review how traditional principles and fundamental concepts are
interpreted or to find new principles. Since the enhancement debate in
Japan is still in its infancy, it is a challenge to comment further on its
future debate. Also, it is discourteous to those researchers who hold
unique views on the issue.
My views on the enhancement debate, with regard to its compatibility
with Japanese culture and thoughts, are as follows;
To begin with, Yamato-Gokoro (the Japanese spirit) is representative of
Japanese culture and thoughts. Traditionally in Japan, Kara-Gokoro (the
Chinese spirit) indicated abstract thoughts, while thoughts emphasizing
practical reason in concrete situations are called Yamato-Gokoro, and the
latter is regarded to be more important. This tradition places more weight
on bottom-up processes, and is seen not only in thoughts but throughout
people' s way of life, in politics and in religion. Such thinking and unique
views on Dori (reason), valuing and respecting continuousness, life, and
sympathy and moral sentiments, defined the framework of Japanese ethics.
There are two types of Dori. The first type has been present throughout
history. Only gods are capable of justifying this type of Dori, therefore it
cannot be questioned. This type of reason manifests itself as customs or
conventions in history, through which we can be able to understand the
history. In Japanese tradition, what does not endure through history is not
perceived as norm. In other words, endurance over time in itself has its
own values. Laws conform to such customs and conventions, and in turn,
specific rulings and judicial decisions are made based on these laws.
However, there are often instances where applying general norms to
specific cases are impractical.
The second type of reason appears in such cases. Doing what is best for
the society and to others, forfeiting one' s interests, as well as,
unselfishness and sincerity, are integral to the exercise of this reason.
Sympathy and moral sentiments play an important role in realizing what
is best for the society and others(4).
Accumulation, of this type of rulings and actions, leads to new customs
and conventions. As a result of repeating this process, concrete
manifestations of reason in history, are formulated. The existence of
reason is seen throughout history but it is detected only though customs
and conventions, and concrete actions and choices are derived from it. At
the same time, practice (i.e., actions and choices exhibiting aspects of
Yamato-Gokoro) supports and modifies these customs and conventions.
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The view, stressing decisions made in concrete situations and valuing
endurance, perceives historical development of the society in a similar
way organisms adapt to their surrounding environment. Traditional Japan
placed more values on emotive and biological aspects, rather than on
intellectual and rational aspects, in interpersonal relationships. This, for
example, has lead to Mono-no-Aware, a sense of sympathy towards
humans and nature. Japanese society may be considered as a caring
society for it stresses the importance of relationships over individuals,
emotions over reason.
Nevertheless, the same criticism that "ethic of care" lacks consideration
of universal norms or is immersed in details of individual situations, is
also applicable to a system of ethics based on the Japanese framework.
Simply put, justification of the first type of reason and examination of
related fundamental concepts and principles, is lacking. When decisions
are made in the best interest of others, they are subjective to a certain
degree. Universal principles and concepts should be referred to, and in
certain cases, their theoretical examination may be needed. It is difficult
to do so simply within the framework of Yamato-Gokoro (the Japanese
spirit). The most effective means of complementing such a weakness is to
think in a framework like that of reflective equilibrium which integrates
both top-down and bottom up processes.
( 2 ) Arguments based on ambiguity of life
Human dignity has been criticized for its multiplicity, and it is not
unreasonable to accept it simply as grounds for humans to be human. In
Western Europe, differences between humans and animals have
characterized human dignity. Below, human dignity is characterized based
on the nature of life and becoming aware of it.
1 ) Human Dignity: Based on life' s ambiguity
In Western traditional thinking, liberty and self-actualization remain
strong in the conventional concept of human dignity. Understanding
human nature as underpinned by life, matches Japanese traditions and at
the same time, corresponds to moral sentiments of Japanese people.
Ambiguity of life is a position which views organisms' activities in
changing the environment as causes of world development, from primitive
forms to more complex ones. At the same time, however, this position
actively seeks out meanings in aging, death and errors.. An individual
belonging to a species' life has its ambiguity and this distinguishes life
from machines. When we take a stance of a life as pursuing pleasure and
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chaning the environment, aging and errors are to be avoided as much as
possible. As a result, human ideals approximate those of machinery which
is without errors and detritions.
A meaning of human dignity resides in becoming aware of such life' s
ambiguity. Becoming aware of the ambiguity of life opposes unilaterally
arriving at conclusions about medical interventions. For example, one
aspect of the nature of life may recommend the use of enhancement
technologies but another may renounce it. It is not impossible to ignore
the ambiguity of life and focus only on one side. On the one hand,
completely renouncing it contradicts the nature of life, yet, on the other
hand, total agreement would end up approximating human ideals to those
of machinery. I recommend drawing a line and to distinguish between
what is permissible and what is not.
The concept of therapy is vague as previously mentioned. However,
permitting what is within the boundaries of therapy but forbidding
interventions beyond that, may be an example of such line drawing. Life'
s ambiguity itself has its own ambiguity towards the use of enhancement
technologies.
2 ) Other fundamental concepts and intermediate principles
As I have stated above, the second type of traditional Japanese reason is
Yamato-Gokoro, and since conceptual abstract debates have been avoided,
bottom-up arguments have dominated Japanese debates. The above
observations can be understood as derived from fundamental level
concepts, where dignity is founded on life' s ambiguity, and from
everyday moral intuitions and moral sentiments which hold history,
societies and humans as organic. At that fundamental level, "humans" are
beings aspiring to change environments by utilizing technologies but at
the same time, weak beings incapable of avoiding aging, death and errors.
When these two characteristics conflict, principally, the latter may take
precedence over the former. The former is associated with individual
autonomy and independence while the latter, with fundamental concepts
such as interdependent relationships and solidarity.
According to the latter view, freedom is intimately connected with the
process of self-actualization within societies and interpersonal
relationships. Moral norms are derived through conventional practices
within the context of culture and institutions. The latter views of human
beings, societies, history and morals of conventional practices are closely
related to Japanese culture and thoughts.
Intermediate principles and various norms at the concrete level (i.e..
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principles valuing reciprocal care and solidarity among people) can be
derived from such features and concepts of the fundamental level.
Self-determination can be understood as a wager to a complex future
only predictable through risks, not as rational decision-making by a free
agent. Self-determination also tends to presuppose human relationships.
There is an attitude of actively seeking luck and chances and even
enjoying them. For example, informed consent can be seen as a wager
which is supported by medical staff and family members. These
intermediate principles closely relate to everyday moral intuitions, so
bringing a tentative end to a process using the reflective equilibrium
model.
Humans may not think that machines are their ideal, but have roots as
organisms. This can be used as possible grounds for criticizing
enhancement technologies and cyborgs. This is interconnected with the
concept of "aging," for this scheme does not perceive aging as an evil to
be avoided, as seen in enhancement debates, but values its positive
aspects. This is related to valuing aspects of species and groups and not
just individuals. In relation to this view, abandonment (Akirame) is also
valued as a way of life. Akirame is a Buddhist term and traditionally has
a philosophical meaning equivalent to that of enlightenment.
Enlightenment transcends individuality and original selfishness both of
which are at the root of self. In this scheme, valuing the process of aging
suggested the possibility of transcending individualism. In education,
valuing interdependency and solidarity is equivalent to, valuing
cultivation of character (of self and others), ability to sympathize and
sociality over efficient acquisition of skills. Criticism of using medication
and/or genetic manipulation to obtain abilities which ought to be
developed through education, arise from this view.
However, the problem resides in life' s ambiguity. Conclusions may
vary depending on different aspects, so moral intuitions stressing other
features are possible. This is supporting the use of enhancement
technologies. The time will come when this becomes a dominating view
in society, but by that time, there would already be definitive changes
within Japanese culture and thinking.
Notes
(1) "Introduction: A short history of bioethics in Japan" , T.Takahashi (ed.). Taking
Life and Death Seriously- Bioethics from Japan, Advances in Bioethics vol.8.
Elscvicr,2005
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(2) To be more precise, this is a wide reflective equilibrium model, for it seeks an
equilibrium among three levels, including that of ethical fundamental concepts.
Moreover, though coherence is required within a level, and not necessarily
between levels, reaching such coherence within a level is a difficult task in the
current society with multiple values.
(3) The depiction here is based on the discussions by Shigeru Mushiaki, Susumu
Simazono, Osamu Kanemori, Takeshi Kuramochi, Tomohide Ibuki, and Satoshi
Kodama in Journal of Japan Associationfor Bioethics, vol.15 No. 1,2005, vol.17
No.1,2007. Prior to this article, TomokoNaka gave a talk about doping at the 13th
Annual Japan Association for Bioethics Conference (2001).
(4) In cases where traditional Dori and laws are ineffective when faced with an
important choice, leaving "sell" behind andconsidering what is best for the society
and for others in moments of candor was supposed to lead to the best possible
solution. Consequences of those decisions arc hardly questioned, if at all, and not
whether correct decisions were made or not. Similar to utilitarianism, this is seen
as procedural justice. In other words, even if absolute truths, only accessible to
Gods, actually exist, all we can do is to follow certain processes and to examine
their consequences.
